23o                    BEHIND THE FRONT PAGE
wise to waste no time in leaving Tampico. "You have been
spotted," he said, "by some of our Carrancista 'friends' as an
agent of the American Military Intelligence. You can prob-
ably deny it if arrested, but they are very capable of saving
themselves the trouble by letting you out with a stray bullet
Of course, it would not be their fault; just an accident. There
is a "Ward Line boat in the harbor and she pulls out at noon
Why don't you stroll down there and get aboard?"
It was sane advice. Americans slain in Mexico at that period
were not killed in an open fight. For the most part they were
shot in the back. The American State Department would
send a note to Mexico City and that would be the last of it.
A porter in the hotel left the back entrance with my bag-
gage on his back an hour after I had been tipped off. My
American tipster friend had the money to pay my hotel bill
after I was gone and I walked out of the hotel's front door
and made a leisurely trip to the ship. "With my baggage and
me aboard she divested herself of her ratlines and pulled away
on schedule. It did not occur to me to ask where the ship was
going until the last line had been cast off. The purser informed
me that the next port was Progreso, Yucatan. That port was
more Central America than Mexico and a considerable dis-
ruption of my original itinerary. But Mexico being what
Mexico was, it was all in the game.
My impromptu voyage across the gulf was pleasant. The
ship was one of the older Ward Line boats and despite pre-
cautions taken when tied up to a tropical wharf she was well
inhabited by rats. The smoking-room floor was covered with
linoleum and when an emboldened rodent took the notion to
cross it his galloping gait sounded like that of a good sized
dog. The three other passengers and I were much amused.
Approaching the coast of Yucatan on a coasting vessel, the
American who is unfamiliar with the tropics begins to'live